






The Monster’s Mother at Yuletide
Leo Tepper
The purpose of this article is to investigate the theme of the monster’s mother, the fight against a monster or dragon and Yuletide.​[1]​ These three themes occur in various Germanic sources and are interrelated, as will be shown in this article. It will also be shown that these themes and their relationship have some very interes​ting parallels in Indo-Iranian mythology. and thus point to an Indo-European mythological motive. 
	My point of departure is the Anglo-Saxon heroic poem Beowulf. In this poem the hero Beowulf sets out to fight with various monsters. The first monster he encounters is Grendel, who lives in a moor and every night ravages the hall of king Hroðgar (lines 710–836). The battle is fierce and bitter, Beowulf strikes off Grendel’s arm and the monster escapes mortally wounded to his dwelling-place. There is, however, more evil to come, this time from Grendel’s mother, who avenges her son. A greater part of the poem (lines 1251–1784) is devoted to the battle between Beowulf an Grendel’s mother , rather than to Beowulf’s fight with Grendel. The last monster to be defeated is a dragon, but whereas Beowulf slays the first monsters in his youth, this last monster is killed when he is a man of old age, and he himself is mortally wounded in the process (lines 2200–3182).​[2]​ In this article I will pay special attention to the second fight, the battle with the monster’s mother and  put it in a wider context.






				under næssa genipu	niþer gewīteð
				flōd under foldan.	

‘They (Grendel and his mother) have made their abode in a secret land of wolf-haunted slopes, windswept crags and perilous fen-paths, where a mountain torrent plunges down​wards, hidden by the mists of the crags, and the flood plunges under the earth . 

Beowulf goes to her abode, toge​ther with king roðgar and a troop of men. He jumps into the water and dives to find the cavern of the mother. She waits for him and carries him with a firm grip to her dwelling-place (lines 1501-2):
	Grāp þā tōgēanes,   gūðrinc gefēng
	atolan clommum. 
`She grasped him, she clutched the warrior in a terrible lock.’
Beowulf is then taken to her hall under water. To his surprise he sees a fire under water (lines 1512–17):
	
										Ðā se eorl ongeat,
				þæt hē [in] niðsele	nāthwyclum wæs,
				þær him nænig wæter	wihte ne sceþede,




`The hero then observed that he was inside some enemy hall, where no water could harm him, nor could the sudden tug of the flood reach him, because of this roofed chamber; he saw light of a fire, a glowing flame shining brightly.’

It is only with the greatest diffi​culty that Beowulf is able to defeat Grendel’s mother  there.
	Ever since the mid-nineteenth century it has been recognized that the story of Beowulf and Grendel and his mother does not stand alone within Germanic literature. There are a number of parallels within the Old Icelandic sagas. The most important saga on which most studies have focused is the Grettis saga, from about the end of the 13th century, but the theme of the monster’s mother also occurs in a number of other sages.​[3]​
	I’ll start with a summary of the episode with the analogue with Beowulf covers chapters 64-66 of Grettis saga :
A troll-woman harasses at Yuletide two consecutive years a farmstead, called Sandhau​gar. Grettir hears this and offers to fight her. At the third Yuletide the troll-woman enters at midnight the farm, where Grettir is keeping vigil. They fight, but the troll-woman is very strong. At a certain moment the woman seizes him and drags him to the river, where she lives, and ‘Hon hafði haldit honum svá fast at sér, at hann mátti hvárigri hendi taka til nökkurs’ ‘She held him so tigh​tl​y clasped that he could make no use of either arm’. Eventu​ally Grettir is able to free himself, he draws his sword and hews off her right arm. She jumps into the river and disappears behind the waterfall. Some weeks later Grettir returns to the spot and with the help of the parish priest, who holds a rope, he climbs down to the river and dives to the bottom to get behind the waterfall, and sees there a cave. He sees a fire burning, and a giant who immediately springs up and attacks Grettir, but Grettir proves the stronger and kills the giant. 

	The theme of a monstrous mother and son is also found in Orms Þáttr, a relatively late Icelandic work from c. 1300. In this short story a man called Ásbjörn goes to an island to fight a huge man-eating troll (chapters 6–9): En móðir hans var þó verri viðreignar en þat var kolsvört ketta ok svó mikil sem þau blótnaut at stærst verða.​[4]​ ‘His mother howe​ver, was even worse to deal with ― she was a coal-black she-cat, and as big as the sacred oxen, which are the biggest’. He fails and is killed, but next winter his friend Ormr goes to the island and with the help of God and the apostle Peter he defeats first the mother and thereafter her son. 
	These few examples indicate the importance of the theme under discussion. The different accounts within the Old Icelandic tradition do not suggest a direct literary borrowing from each other; rather, they derive from a common Germanic tradition which has been treated differently by the various authors. ​[5]​
	The relationship between Beowulf on the one hand and the sagas on the other hand has been hotly debated, but nowadays there is a general agreement that both derive their material from a common Germa​nic source.​[6]​ As Liberman puts it: ‘The “common source”, that is, the ancient tale about a hero killing mon​sters, originally had nothing to do with Beowulf or Gret​tir, it was used in the Old English heroic poem and later in an Icelandic saga, becau​se both Beowulf and Grettir were expurga​tors, and the plot fitted their characters’.​[7]​ .
	Let us look at the theme in some detail. The various ele​ment are:
1) A monster is living with his mother
2) They live outside human society (see the haunting descrip​tion in Beowulf)
3) They live near or under water


There are also a few differences: In the Beowulf the giamt is killed first and afterwards his mother,  whereas in the extant saga-tradition the woman is killed first.  The saga’s are also specific on the date, namely Yuletide. Furthermore the relationship between the troll woman and the giant in Grettis saga is not clear. But the elements listed above can be regarded as belonging to the original version.
	At the beginning of this century the Danish Iranist and buddhologist Edvard Lehmann published an article in which he investigated the theme of ‘the mother of the monster’.​[8]​ A distant echo of this theme is still found, according to Lehmann, in expres​s​ions in which the Devil and his mother or grandmother occur. These expressions are found all over the Germanic speaking area and Lehmann has collected a number of these, as for example:
‘Es ist eben Vieh als Stall, sagte der Teufel, er jagte seiner Mutter Fliegen in den Hintern’ (quoted from Luther).
‘Der Teufel und seine Grossmutter sind zu Gaste im Haus’ (said when there is trouble).
These sayings express an antagonism between the Devil and his mother or grandmother., but in Shakespeare’s Comedy of Errors (IV,3) it is said: ‘It is the devil’ - ‘Nay, she is worse, she is the devil’s dam’.
	Lehmann also notes other sayings in which there is no antagonism between the Devil and his consort but a co-operation: 
‘The devil and his dam are verily let loose on us.’
After investigating a number of European fairytales and stories ( including Beowulf and Grettis saga) Lehmann draws the conclusion that the theme of mother and son is very specific in mythology.​[9]​ As an Iranist, Lehmann then draws attention to Iranian material and points to the existence of a female demon Druj, who accompanies Ahriman, the evil spirit in Iranian religion. This female demon is sometimes known as Geh, the demon of female impurity. This theme is regarded by Lehmann as a reflection of the theme of the Devil and his mother. As a further substantia​tion of his hypothesis he also points to Hades and Persep​hone, since they too are a couple living outside society in the underworld. It is at this point that Lehmann takes the wrong direction: Ahriman and Druj are not described as mother and son, neither are Hades and Persephone. Besides, as Persephone was abducted by Hades, she cannot pssubly be described as a monster, and one may wonder whether Grendel ans his mother were as sensitive to the music of Orpheus as Hades and Persephone were. The​re are, however, more striking parallels within Indo-Iranian mythology, which suit the theme far better and which also allow us to explain the various versions as developments of an Indo-European mythological theme.
When we turn our attention to the Rigveda, we find Indra as one of the most important gods there, even the most important one when we consider the number of hymns addressed to him: about a quarter of the 1028 hymns of the Rigveda is devoted to this god. Indra is the most heroic god and must have embolished the ideal warrior in Vedic society. He is foremost a dragonslayer, especially the slayer of the dragon Vrtra. Time and again this deed is mentioned in the Rigveda and Vrtrahan ‘killer of Vrtra’ as Indra’s epitheton ornans. Indra is further known for his drinking of soma, the hallucinating draught which invigorates him. His weapon is the vajra, a hurling weapon which in later Indian tradition became identified as the thunderbolt.​[10]​
	In spite of the importance of Indra’s battle against Vrtra and the countless references to this, detailed descriptions of it are sparse. One of these descriptions can be found in RV.I.32:​[11]​
1. Let me now sing the heroic deeds of Indra, the first that the vajra-wielder per​formed. He killed the dragon and pierced an opening for the waters; he split open the bellies of the mountains.
2. He killed the dragon who lay upon the mountain. Tvastr fashioned the roaring vajra for him.​[12]​ Like lowing cows, the flowing waters rushed straight down to the sea.
3. Wildly excited like a bull, he took the Soma for himself and drank the extract on the tríkadruka ceremony. Indra the Generous seized his vajra to hurl it as a weapon; he killed the firstborn of dragons.
4. Indra, when you killed the firstborn of dragons and overcame by your māyā the māyā of the māyā-possessors, at that very moment you brought forth the sun, the sky and dawn.​[13]​ Since then you have found no enemy to conquer you.
5. With his great weapon, the vajra, Indra killed the shoulderless Vrtra, his greatest enemy. Like the trunk of a tree whose branches have been lopped off by an axe, the dragon lies flat upon the ground.
6. For, muddled by drunkenness like one who is no soldier, Vrtra challenged the great hero who had overcome the mighty and who drank soma to the dregs. Unable to withstand the onslaught of his weapons, he found Indra an enemy to conquer him and was shattered, his nose crushed.
7. Without feet or hands he fought against Indra, who struck him on the nape of the neck with his vajra. The steer who wished to become the equal of the bull bursting with seed, Vrtra lay broken in many places.
8. Over him as he lay there like a broken reed the swelling water flow for Manu. Those waters that Vrtra had enclosed with his power ― the dragon now lay at their feet.
9. The vital energy of Vrtra’s mother ebbed away, for Indra had hurled his deadly weapon against her. Above was the mother, below was the son; Dānu lay down like a cow with her calf.
10. In the midst of the channels of the waters which never stood still or rested, the body was hidden. The waters flow over Vrtra’s secret place; he who found Indra an enemy to conquer him sank into long darkness.
11. The waters who had the Dāsa for their husband, the dragon for their protector, were imprisoned like cows imprisoned by the Panis. When he killed Vrtra he split open the outlet of the waters that had been closed.
12. Indra, you became the hair of a horse’s tail when Vrtra struck you on the corner of the mouth. You, the one god, the brave one, you won the cows; you won the Soma; you released the seven streams so that they could flow.
13. No use was the lightning and thunder, fog and hail that he (Vrtra) had scattered about, when the dragon and Indra fought. Indra the Generous remained victorious for all time to come.
14. What avenger of the dragon did you see, Indra that fear entered your heart when you had killed him? Then you crossed the ninety-nine streams like the frightened eagle crossing the realms of earth and air.
15. Indra, who wields the vajra in his hand, is the king of that which moves and that which rests, of the tame and of the horned. He rules the people as their king, encircling all this as a rim encircles spokes.
Since the appearance in 1942 of W. N. Brown’s article on the creation myth in the Rigveda, this hymn has generally been considered a creation myth.​[14]​ By killing the dragon Vrtra, Indra has released the waters, and sun, sky and dawn came into existence. It is not so much the creation of the earth, which was somehow pre-existent, but the releasing of those elements which make the earth habitable for human beings. As our subject is not this hymn itself, this is not the place for a detailed interpretation. Important is the sudden mentio​ning of the mother of Vrtra. In the Rigveda she is mentioned twice, here and at RV.III.30.8:
You, much invoked Indra, have smashed the handless Kunāru, living together with Dānu. You have beaten up with your club the expanding, hostile, feetless Vrtra.
The meaning of the word Kunāru is unclear, but it certainly refers to Vrtra, as the second part of this stanza makes clear. From these two references we can infer that Vrtra lived together with his mother and that he was killed first.
	The name of the mother, Dānu, means ‘fluid, drop, dew’.​[15]​ This name appears once in the plural (RV.X.120​.6), where it means ‘demons’,​[16]​ but there it is probably a transfer from the name Dānu. Little attention has so far been paid to her, though in 1980 Miriam Robbins has tried to connect her with Indo-European goddesses.​[17]​ Still, this theme is not simply a whim of a Vedic poet but must also have been known in Iranian mytholo​gy.​[18]​ It does not occur in the Avesta but in a late Armenian chronicle. The reform of the Iranian religion and its theological reformulation by Zarathus​tra has led to the disappea​rance of much of pre-Zarathustrian mythology. A few mythical themes have survived in Armenian sources, as Armenia was for a long time under Iranian influence. An Armeni​an parallel occurs in Moses Khoren​ats’i’s fifth-century History of the Armeni​ans, where a dragon​slayer Tigrun is mentio​ned, who kills the dragon Azdahak, and leads Anoysh, the mother of dragons into captivity (chapter I.31).​[19]​ That this story is of Iranian origin is clear from the name of the dragon Azdahak, which is the same as Azi Dahaka, the dragon which occurs in the Avesta.
	One might argue that the appearance of the monster’s mother in both Indo-Iranian mythology and Old-Germanic lore is merely coincidental; after all Grendel is a troll-like figure and no dragon. However, not only are dragons and monsters interchangea​ble at a symbolic level, but when we look closer at the Beowulf/Gret​tis Saga episode, on the one hand, and the defeat of Vrtra, on the other, further parallels emerge. First, there is the location: Grendel and his mother live in a haunting place outside society; one might call it a ‘non-world’. The same is true for Vrtra, the more so as the world is not yet created. It is through Vrtra’s defeat that the world is created; at that point the waters begin to flow and the sun begins to shine. This brings us to another parallel: the connection with water. We have seen that the very name Dānu refers to water and this parallels the abode of the monsters in Beowulf and Grettis Saga.  Another possible parallel is the presence of the sun in both works. Beowulf sees the light of a fire in the cave ( line 1518):
‘He saw the light of a fire, a glowing flame shining brightly’.
This detail, which also occurs in Grettis Saga (see above), could be trivial, but on the basis of the other analogues with the Vedic version it is at least not impossible that the fire in the Germanic tradition is a survival of the original theme of the captivity of the sun.
	One more parallel between the Germanic and Vedic material which is not immediately apparent should be mentioned: the location in time of the episodes. The Sandhaugar episode in takes place at Yuletide, a period especially known for the appearance of monsters and uncanny beings in Germanic tradition.​[20]​ In fact, Grettir is not the only Norse hero who defeats a monster at Yuletide. In chapter 23 of the saga of Hrolfr Kraki, the hero Bödvar also kills a dragon at this time of the year. The connection between between mid​winter​ and the killing of dragons or monsters is also present in the Vedic myth of the dragonslayer even though some philological and historical detectivework is necessary to illustrate this presence. I have stated earlier that the Vedic myth of the dragonslayer is a creation myth. No time sphere is given in this myth, but since it is stated that the sun, sky and dawn were brought forth, we can safely say that it was at the beginning of time. Although this conclusion  by itself is of little use, the following statement from the Indian ritual book Aitareya Āranyaka (c 700 BC) provides us with an important clue: ‘Indra having slain Vrtra became great, then there came into being the mahāvrata’.​[21]​ The mahāvrata is the Vedic wintersolstice festival dedicated to Indra as god of fertility.​[22]​ Already in the brāhmanas this festival is con​sidered as antiqua​ted and unproper for its overt sexual practices and many brāhmanas prescribe a censured version of it. Almost immediately preceding this festival is the ekāstakā, the night at which Indra is born. We can therefore conclude that the fight against Vrtra just preceded the wintersol​stice. This is by no means surprising, as at that time the days start to become longer. We must bear in mind that in many cultures, including our own, time is circular rather than linear, and that at certain days of the year important happe​nings including the creation of the world are remembered or re-enacted.
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